Total cortisol and progesterone in the maternal peripheral sera were determined by radio immunoassay. Total cortisol was measured in 196 sera, and progesterone in 203 sera obtained randomly throughout pregnancy. And serial estimations of both steroid hormone levels were also made simultaneously in 6 normal pregnant women during late pregnancy, labour and puerperium. Total cortisol and progesterone increased with the advance of gestation. During the last few weeks preceding labour total cortisol increased further, whereas progesterone decreased. After the onset of labour a rising tendency in total cortisol levels and a falling tendency in those of progesterone were also observed, but at puerperium both hormones decreased rapidly to non-pregnant level in the 6 pregnant women.
Introduction
(Osaka, Japan).
All serum samples were measured in duplicate.
Paired t-test was used for statistical analysis.
3. Results Figure 1 illustrates the serum levels of cortisol. Mean value of serum cortisol in non-pregnant cases was 8.2pg/dl (n=12). During pregnancy, the level of cortisol increased progressively with advancing gestation, reaching a high value (26.7 pg/dl, n=5) at the 36th week of pregnancy, although considerable fluctuations were observed.
A further increase occurred in the last few weeks of pregnancy, reaching a maximum at the 40th week (41.0pg/dl, n=9).
Weeks of gestation Fig.1 Mean levels±S.E. of normal maternal serum total cortisol in pooled individual samples at various gestational ages. The number of samples contributing to the mean ranges 3 to 9.The average number of samples for each gestational week is 6.8. Figure 2 illustrates the serum levels of progesterone during pregnancy.
The mean levels of serum progesterone showed a 19-fold increase between the 7th and the 38th week of gestation and then fell significantly (p<0.01) from a peak mean of 222.5 ng/ml (n=5) at 38th week to 143.5 ng/ml (n=5) at 40th week. the successive measurements in each patient, there was an overall tendency to rise in total cortisol level and a fall in that of progesterone before the onset of labour (Fig.3) .
It is clear that the total cortisol level increased in 3 patients (Cases 3, 5 and 6), while the progesterone level decreased in 4 patients (Cases 1, 4, 5 and 6) prior to the onset of labour. During delivery the same tendency was observed, but after parturition both hormones decreased rapidly to non-pregnant levels.
4.Discussion
Turnbull, et al.11) have suggested that crossectional studies on the levels of steroids may be of little value to estimate the changes of steroid hormones before the onset of labour, owing to the marked variation in individual patients. The present study showed a rising tendency in total cortisol level and a falling tendency in that of progesterone in the maternal peripheral serum before the onset of labour in both the randomly collected samples and the serial samples of 6 pregnant women. 
L:Day of labour, P:Puerperium, 0:Onset of labour, B:Birth Fig. 3 Serial measurements of total cortisol and progesterone levels in 6 normal pregnant women during late pregnancy, labour and puerperium.
Case 3 and 5 were of forceps delivery.
